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as good subject, exalting himself in word and deed. She is female and foreign; he, male and native. She comes from the coastlands; he, from the highlands. She thrives in a sea climate; he, in a desert climate. She belongs to husband and father; he, neither to wife nor father. She embodies royalty; he, prophecy. Both bear theophoric names that unite them in opposition: Jezebel the Baal worshiper and Elijah the YHWH worshiper. The details of an economic text yield an abundance of polarities. of God" in whose mouth "the word of YHWH is true" (17:24). This Phoenician woman also does what Jezebel will not. She affirms Elijah and his god. Israelite storytellers have used Jezebel's own people to undermine her and exalt Elijah. They are indeed masters of deconstructionist strategies. Yet the subtext carries meaning not dreamt of in their hermeneutics. Jezebel and Elijah have exchanged venues to encounter different receptions. As the pawn in a political marriage, she was taken (npl) to his homeland. As the promoter of a religious conflict, he takes himself to hers. His turf rejects her with hostility; hers receives him with hospitality.8 He would deny her god power in his land while readily exercising the power of his god in her land. Tyranny counters tolerance; ideology destroys civility. Those who deconstruct find themselves deconstructed.
II. Preparing for Confrontation
Cycle 2: Three short narratives of return and meeting (18:3-6, 7-16, 17-19). In the second cycle of narratives direct references replace indirect contrast to seal the opposition between Elijah and Jezebel. At the beginning (18:1-2), the word of YHWH instructs Elijah to return to Ahab. The cycle then develops in three episodes, each containing a condemnatory reference to Jezebel as it testifies to her power over prophets. The narrator reports (18:3-6) that when she cut (mn:) down prophets, the faithful steward Obadiah hid a hundred in the cave and fed them bread and water. These prophets mirror and foreshadow Elijah. They eat the same kind of food earlier provided him at the brook Cherith. As they hide "in the cave" (ninQ) to be protected from Jezebel, so he will later make his way to "the cave" (m;UQ_n) at Horeb. Though murderous Jezebel may not be all powerful, Elijah and other prophets of YHWH can take no chances. She cuts them down.
But Elijah is like unto her. He too embodies the power of death and so threatens even those whom he favors (18:7-16). Indeed, Obadiah charges that Elijah can cause him to die (hiphil, 'n-nn. , 18:9), a charge echoing the Phoenician woman who worried that he would cause the death of her son (nn., 17:18). But whereas she feared the presence of Elijah, Obadiah fears the absence. The spirit of YHWH might whisk him away, and in that event Ahab "will kill Obadiah" (m ., 18:12). If Elijah can "cause his death," Ahab can "kill" him. Distinguishing thus between the subjects Elijah and Ahab, Obadiah escalates the vocabulary of murder. Three times he uses the verb to kill (mn). At the beginning and end he makes Ahab the subject and himself the potential object. In the middle he makes Jezebel the subject and prophets the actual object. With this verb "kill" he identifies her for Elijah. The prophet who can cause death hears about the queen who kills prophets. For the first time Jezebel's name and deeds directly enter Elijah's world. He will not forget her, for he is like unto her.
At last Ahab and Elijah exchange accusatory words (18:17-19). They lead to the proposal for the contest on Mount Carmel. Among the reasons for the choice of this locale, its proximity to Phoenicia lends special meaning. On the horizon of Jezebel's homeland, Elijah throws down the gauntlet to her.9 There he intends to oppose "the four hundred and fifty prophets of the Baal and the four hundred prophets of the Asherah who eat at the table of Jezebel" (18:19).10 On the divine level the contest pits Baal against YHWH; on the human, Elijah takes on Jezebel.
His condemnation of her ironically allows the reader alternative glimpses of this woman. First, in citing the large number of her prophets, Elijah witnesses to her religious zeal. Jezebel is first-class theologian and missionary. She promotes her faith. Second, in specifying that these prophets eat "at the table of Jezebel" (not the table of Ahab), Elijah suggests her economic independence as well as her abundant resources.11 She supports her prophets, feeding them even in drought and famine. Jezebel is provider and nourisher. Third, in structuring his speech, Elijah gives her the power of end-stress. The last word from his lips is the name Jezebel. As it ends this cycle of stories, her name becomes the prelude to a fierce struggle. :8-14) . The center of the overarching inclusio reports her activity and its successful outcome. Jezebel is a woman of letters; she writes. But she is a woman who knows her place; she writes "in the name of Ahab." She is a woman with official power; she seals the documents with the king's seal, not her own.24 And she is a woman who knows the center of authority; she sends the documents "to the elders and the nobles who dwelt with Naboth in his city" (21:8). In reporting these activities, the narrator shows Jezebel operating within the conventions of patriarchal and royal prerogatives.25
Her letter seeks to secure the vineyard for her husband. Through an elaborate ruse she orders that Naboth be charged with blasphemy, convicted, and stoned to death. Without explanation, defense, or condemnation, the narrator reports, "And the men of the city, the elders and the nobles who dwell in the city, did as Jezebel instructed them, as written in the documents that she sent them" (21:11). These men do not question her power; they do not consult the king; they do not protest the ruse. Instead, they fully cooperate. They "do as Jezebel instructed them." When they complete the deed, they send words to her: "Naboth has been stoned; he is dead" (21:14). From writing the instructions to receiving their fulfillment, Jezebel has well served her husband Ahab. All that remains is for her to tell him. The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain. She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.
She considers a field and possesses it; with the fruit of her hands she secures a vineyard.
She girds herself with strength and makes her arms strong. they obey: "they-threw-her-down." As with Elijah, the narrative never says that she dies. But it describes a gruesome scene. "Some of her blood spattered on the wall and on the horses which trampled her" (9:33). Horses clothed in fire whisked Elijah away to heaven; horses splashed with blood crush Jezebel on site. The might of these magnificent creatures, in the majestic reds of fire and blood, bends to the will of the narrator.
Along with the narrator and the eunuchs, Jehu witnesses the bloody mess. Indeed, he savors it. "He went in and he ate and he drank." Jehu has satisfied himself. Only one detail remains, to give royalty a proper burial. So he issues an order that yields an Israelite epitaph for Jezebel. "Attend, pray ( ps.n?), to the cursed female, this one, and bury her, for the daughter of a king is she" (9:34). Contrary to the unrelenting ideology of the Deuteronomists, the polarity of Elijah and Jezebel turns in upon itself. Opposites converge. Gender, class, ethnicity, religion, and land: dissimilarities produce similarities to unite the incompatible.
For every Jezebel and Elijah, from time immemorial There have been laid up their struggles, To contend with the anger of eternal enemies, of uncompromising foes. To deny and to believe one the other, In the innermost depths of the heart, That is both repelled and attracted, To fear, to hate and to love in secret The one who is the enemy... 41 In behavior and mode of being Elijah and Jezebel become mirror images that haunt the ages. To have one is to have the other. Wherever he appears, she is there. She haunts not only him but all that he represents in the saga of faith. To understand their inseparability is to find her on the Mount of Transfiguration and to invoke her at the Seder meal.42 To understand their inseparability is to perceive the limits of polarized thinking and so alter the strictures of theological discourse. Though we may find the convergence repugnant, we can be sure that we are heirs to it, indeed that we participate in it.
Look and see, if you will, "as it were in a Vision at shut of the day" not only the "gaunt mournful shade" of the Tishbite but also the phantom "of that queen, of that proud Tyrian woman who painted her face."43 To enhance this
